Qualitative comparative analysis as a tool for concept clarification, typology building and contextualized comparisons in gender and feminist research
Introduction
Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) is a method for the systematic analysis of cases.
A holistic view of cases and an approach to causality emphasizing complexity are some of its core features. Over the last decades, QCA has found application in many fields of the social sciences. In spite of this, its use in feminist research has been slower, and only recently QCA has been applied to topics related to social care, the political representation of women, and reproductive politics. Feminist researchers still privilege qualitative methods, in particular case studies, and are often sceptical of quantitative techniques (Spierings 2012) . These studies show that the meaning and measurement of many gender concepts differ across countries and that the factors leading to feminist success and failure are context-specific.
However, this scholarship struggles to systematically account for the ways in which these forces operate in different locations.
The aim of this article is to demonstrate that QCA and related techniques contribute to enhance comparative analysis in ways which aligns with core ideas in gender and feminist studies. I begin by describing the main principles of QCA as a research strategy. The following sections draw on recent contributions in comparative social policy and politics literature to illustrate how it is used to deal with issues of concept clarification and measurement, policy complexity, the presence of hybrids and the development of normative types and context-sensitive causal analysis. Finally, this article concludes by discussing promising avenues for future applications of QCA in feminist research.
Principles of QCA
QCA is a research strategy that aims to combine in-depth knowledge of cases with the goal of generalization (Ragin 1987) . The key features of this approach are different from (but not necessarily opposite to) those of statistical analysis. First, QCA conceives cases as holistic entities that cannot be decomposed into single variables/properties. Secondly, QCA envisions causal processes in terms of set-relations or relations of implication between phenomena. It starts from maximum complexity of conditions and outcomes, and uses Boolean truth tables to identify sub-sets of conditions that engender particular outcomes. It follows that: (a) conditions often display their effect only in combinations with others (conjunctural causation); (b) a given condition may well have different effects depending on the context (contextual effects); (c) alternative sets of conditions may produce the same outcome (equifinality); (d) the conditions for the occurrence and non-occurrence of an outcome are generally different (asymmetrical causation) (Schneider & Wagemann 2012) .
This vision of causality well-reflects feminist understanding of socio-political phenomena as inherently complex, local, and historically contingent (Spierings 2012) .
Since QCA was first introduced in the social sciences (Ragin 1987) , the initial framework has been extended to include different techniques. While QCA originally operated only on dichotomous sets where cases could either be a member (1) or non-member (0) (csQCA), recent developments allow for any degree of membership between 0 and 1 (fsQCA). For instance, a country with a fuzzy score of 0.8 on the set of gender equality is more gender equal than gender unequal, but still falls short from fully realizing gender equality. Closely related to QCA is the use of fuzzy-set-ideal-type-analysis (hereafter FSITA) to develop typologies. This approach is common in comparative welfare state literature where typologies have played an important role in the development of the field.
Fuzzy sets as a tool for concept clarification and typology building
FSITA takes a deductive approach to typologies. It starts from a concept of theoretical interest, translates it into sets, that then combine into a number of configurations (or ideal types), and uses fuzzy set principles to compute memberships in those configurations. This method has been used in cross-national analysis of childcare policies. An and Peng (2015) and Szelewa and Polakowski (2008) refer to the concept of defamilialization in their typology, while Ciccia and Verloo (2012) (Ciccia & Bleijenbergh 2014) , but this is still used to measure cross-national differences and identify particular aspects of improvement, as well as to inform policy and normative debates.
Qualitative comparative analysis as a tool for contextualized causal explanation
Studies using QCA within an explanatory framework are more easily found in the gender and politics literature. Krook (2010) and Lilifeldt (2012) use csQCA to investigate factors explaining differences in levels of descriptive political representation of women. These studies aim to move beyond deterministic explanation and incorporate suggestions from previous research about the influence of specific combinations of factors. Krook aims to assess the influence of combinations of institutional, cultural and socio-economic variables, while Lillifeldt seeks to account for the interaction of intra-and extra-party factors. QCA offered some substantial advantages in dealing with these questions. The exploratory nature of Lilifeldt's study required a technique that allowed for openness towards the empirical combinations of conditions leading to high/low female representation. Although she could have used interactions, she was constrained by the low number of cases considered. Moreover, higher order interactions are difficult to interpret in regression analysis, while they are more easily treated with QCA. Therefore, she used conjunctures to highlight causal complexity and identify diverse and context-specific pathways towards similar outcomes 1 .
Krook (2010) 
Conclusions
Qualitative comparative analysis is an important addition to statistical techniques and case studies for comparative gender studies. By formalizing case-oriented analysis, it enhances our understanding of issues related to the complexity of cases and the diversity of causal mechanisms at work in different settings. In spite of its strengths, QCA is no magic bullet. Being based on set-theoretical thinking, it is best suited to answer a particular set of questions related to associations of implications between socio-political phenomena, while it is ill equipped for detecting correlations. In this view, QCA and regression analysis could be best applied next to one another QCA has been successfully applied in gender analysis of macro phenomena, small or medium-N studies and cross-sectional analysis. Few studies have instead tried to incorporate time (An & Peng 2015; Szelewa & Polakowski 2008) , or to explain the influence of sociopolitical actors on policy change (Engeli 2012) , and none has used large-N or individual-level
